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DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORT 


CANADA — 


In writing of early Canadian modes of 
transportation, J.R.K. Main has drawn largely 
on boyhood experiences at Pincher Creek, 
Alberta, around the turn of the century, where 
the Indian travois and Red River cart still were 
in regular use. An early pilot and flying 
instructor, the author held senior positions in 


the Department of Transport from its 
formation in 1936, becoming Director of Civil 
Aviation in 1958. From 1960 to his retirement 
in 1963, he was Senior Canadian Representative 
on the Council of the International Civil 
Aviation Organisation. He is the author of 
Voyageurs of the Air, a history of civil aviation 
in Canada. 


The canoe, particularly the birch bark 
canoe, is the oldest commercial conveyance 
used in Canada. There were other types of 
canoes, such as the Iroquois one, which was 
made of elm bark. But it was heavy, slug- 
gish, and had none of the lithe responsive- 
ness of the birch bark creation of the 
Algonquins. And some of the West Coast 


~ 


tribes turned out magnificent dugout canoes 
or pirogues—some of them 40 feet long. 
These could venture into rougher water 
than the birch canoe but, lacking its ease 
of handling and its weight, could not be 
used on a portage. 


The Indian, before the white man im- 
posed new ways upon him, was a hunter, 
not a trapper. And as a hunter, his patrician 
soul knew nothing of commerce. The 
canoe, therefore, was used chiefly for social 
occasions such as scalping parties, re- 
plenishing the tribe with squaws, friendly 
visits between chiefs, and so forth. But the 
beaver pelt lured him from his rugged 
Eden. He became a trapper, trading pelts 
for pelf, and the pliant canoe became a 
beast of burden. 


There are a few first hand accounts of 
the making of these canoes: 

*“*.. . they sought the largest birch trees 
they could find. They removed the bark in 
lengths for the canoe, which was three to 
four fathoms and a half (that is, from 18 to 
27 feet in length). The breadth was about 
two feet in the middle and always diminish- 
ed towards the two ends, falling away to 
nothing. The depth was such that for a man 
seated it came up to his armpits. 

The lining inside for strengthening it was 
of slats, of the length of the canoe and some 
four inches broad, lessening towards the 


ends in order that they might match to- 
gether. On the inside, the canoe was lined 
with them completely, as well as all along 
it from one end to the other. 


These slats were made of cedar, which is 
light, and which they split in as great 
length as they wished, and also as thin as 
they pleased. 


They also made from the same wood 
half-circles to form ribs and gave them 
their forms in the fire. 


For sewing the canoe, they took roots of 
fir of the thickness of the little finger and 
even smaller; they were very long. They 
split these roots into three or four parts, 
that is the largest ones. These split more 
easily than the osiers used in making bask- 
ets. They made these into packages, which 
they placed in the water for fear they 
might dry up. 


Also necessary were two sticks of the 
length of the canoe, entirely round and of 
the thickness of a large cane, and four other 
shorter sticks of beech. All these things 
being ready, they took thin bark and bent 
and fixed it in the form the canoe should 
have. Then they placed the two long pieces 
all along and sewed them to the rim inside 
with these roots. 

To sew, they pierced the bark with a 
punch of pointed bone and passed through 


the hole and end of the wicker, drawing 
and tightening the stick as closely as they 


could against the bark and always en- 
wrapping the stick with the wicker so that 
they were in contact with one another. 


The sticks being well sewed on all along, 
they placed the smaller pieces of beech 
crosswise, one in the middle, entering at its 
two ends into holes made in the pieces with 
which the canoe is rimmed, and three 
others in front of it, distant a half fathom 
from one another, which lessened in length 
with the shape of the canoe. Three others 
also were placed backward at the same 
distances. 


All these pieces entered at their ends 
into holes which were made in the pieces 
sewed all along the canoe, to which they 
were so firmly attached on both sides that 
the canoe could neither enlarge nor narrow. 


Then were placed in position those big 
slats with which they Jined all the interior 
of the canoe from top to bottom, and they 
were all made to touch one another. To 
hold them in place, they put over them 
those half-circles, the ends of which were 
brought to join on both sides below those 
pieces which were sewn all around on the 
top. They drove these in with force, and 
they Jined all the canoe with them from one 
end to the other. This made the canoe stiff 
to such a degree that it did not yield at any 
point. 


There were seams in it, for in order to 
narrow it at the two ends, they split the 
bark from above downwards. They then 
overlapped the two edges one over the 


other and sewed them. 


But to prevent the seams from admitting 
water, the women and girls chewed the gum 
of the fir every day until it became a salve 
which they applied by aid of fire all along 
the seams and this tightened them better 
than pitch. 


All this being done, the canoe was 
finished and it was so light that a single 
man could carry it on his head.”’ 


For well over a century before Confeder- 
ation, furs were brought into Montreal and 
Hudson Bay from all of Canada (apart 
from the Maritimes) east of the Rocky 
Mountains. 


As the supply of beavers diminished, the 
trappers went further afield. Cargoes of furs 
are known to have reached Montreal from 
as far west and north as the Liard and 
Nahanni River basins in the Yukon. The 
Mackenzie, with its mighty tributaries, the 
Peace and the Athabasca, the watershed of 
the Hudson Bay and the Prairies, drained 
by the Saskatchewan, were all linked to the 
Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence by the 
canoe. The Canadian Pacific Railway 
merely put the seal of approval on what 
the canoe had already affirmed. 


The rules of procedure, enforced by some 
of the traders, would not, one hopes, have 
been approved by D.O.T. One journal 
casually recounts the loss of a steersman 
who, as usual, was standing in the stern of 
a canoe working its way up a swift and 


treacherous stretch of water. He lost his 
balance and fell in. A new steersman was 
hastily appointed and the crew without 
pause continued to fight the current—too 
engrossed to look back at the unfortunate 
ex-steersman. 

However, without another simple and 
humble device, the stately canoe would 
have been of limited commercial value. 
That last badge of servitude, the “‘tump- 
line’ (don’t bother to look in the dictionary 
unless it is a Canadian publication) was 
needed to carry cargoes over a portage. 

The tump-line was a cat’s cradle of leather 
or rawhide thongs fitted over, but not tied 
to, the back of the engagé (carrier or 
porter). The bundles comprising the cargo 
were laid in this sling, one upon another, 
until the load reached well above the en- 
gagé’s forehead. This called for short, stout 
legs, thick necks, broad shoulders and 
receding foreheads. 

The device could be quickly disengaged 
—a helpful consideration in the light of the 
fact that the loads usually exceeded the 
weight of the engagé, and any slip might 
send him and his burden rolling over a 
rocky ledge. It is not recorded that one 
engagé ever carried another at the end of a 
tump-line. Nor does the stretcher seem to 
have been in common use. 

But the canoe was not built to navigate 
the rough water encountered on the many 
large lakes. Here the York Boat, that de- 
serves separate mention, enters the picture. 


The York Boat 


The large birch bark canoe, as a vessel of commerce, gave way 
to the York boat about 1800. A number of events converged 
to bring this about. The two great fur trading companies, 
Hudson’s Bay and the North West Company, after severely maul- 
ing each other in cut-throat competition, were at last merging 
and looking for ways to reduce operating costs. Beaver were 
nearing extinction in many parts of Canada and the distances 
travelled to procure furs were increasing alarmingly. Voyageurs 
were becoming scarce, wages were high; and the canoe, that had 
served so well for so long, had to be replaced by something more 
efficient. 

Improvement of the routes across many of the portages made 
the use of a boat feasible. Horse and bullock-cart transport 
(the Red River cart) were available over several of the long 
portages and roads, or at least good dirt tracks, had been built 
on many of the others. 

The York boat, so called because it was first built at York 
Factory near the mouths of the Nelson and Hayes rivers on 
Hudson Bay, met the need of the time. It was anything but an 
elegant craft. Long and narrow in design, it was heavy in con- 
struction and sluggish in use. Coarse boards, whip-sawed out of 
local timber, provided the material. The length usually ran to 
40 feet with a width or beam of about 10 feet. The bottom was 
flat, but underlaid by a stout keel that helped to take the strain 
when the boat (sometimes partially laden) was hauled over log 
rollers in shallow water or across a portage. Heavy posts, at 
prow and stern, held the side planking where it came to a point 
at each end. Some boats had rudders, but others depended on a 
long oar or sweep for control. 

The York was propelled in a number of ways, most of them 


back-breaking. In swift water, it was poled by the crew, walking 
and stumbling on the cargo. In deep water, oars or sweeps, up 
to 14 feet in length, were used. The fulcrum, or rowlock of the 
sweep, consisted of two stout wooden pegs driven into the 
gunwall. Each sweep was handled by one crewman standing on 
the cargo. No coxswain called the stroke, hollered ‘‘Now, all 
together, ho heave ho!” or any such non-democratic nonsense. 
Each man handled his own sweep in his own way. In spite of 
these defects, a speed of six knots is claimed for the York boat. 

Towing harness and lines or ropes were also provided for 
hauling a boat up very swift water. This procedure, much hated 
by the men, was called “‘tracking,”’ always rugged and sometimes 
dangerous work on a rock or boulder-strewn shoreline. 

A mast was carried and occasional relief provided by a square 
sail. This hung from a cross spar fixed near the masthead, with 
the bottom corners held by two shroudlines, like a spinnaker. It 
could sail fairly close to, but not into the wind. 

The crew varied between eight and 15 men. With a depth or 
draft of three feet or more, the useful load could run to eight 
or nine tons though the total displacement was about twice this 
figure. And although there was no Marine branch to prescribe a 
Plimsoll line, a respect for the sudden and fierce lake storm 
striking an open boat generally held them within safe limits. 

From the Red River to the Arctic and from the Lakehead to 
the Rockies, the York boat served the vital Canadian fur trade 
for well over half a century. Their numbers were never precisely 
recorded, but several hundred (estimates run as high as eight 
hundred), are known to have been in use at one time. They, 
along with the Red River cart, typify a way of life that came to a 
close only with the advent of the railway. 


Indestructible Cobweb- 


The Red River Gart 


The Coureurs des bois and the Voyageurs, 
marrying and intermingling with the Plains 
Indians, created over the centuries a new 
nation in Manitoba. They squatted and 
built permanent homes along the Red and 
Assiniboine rivers near the present city of 
Winnipeg. 

To the Canadian officials who took over 
the territory, first by force of arrogance 
and later by force of arms, the Métis, the 
half-breeds, were little more than a collec- 
tion of outcasts. 

The Métis, on the other hand, saw them- 
selves as a people with customs, language 
(French), and the social values of a nation, 
a concept that had been reinforced by an 
unofficial invitation to join the United 
States of America, with whose people 
they traded and had much closer contacts 
than any part of Canada. 

The Métis were well adjusted to the facts 
of life on the prairies, one of which was 
the presence of millions of buffalo that 
provided meat for winter use and hides for 
clothing, leather and rawhide essential to 
their particular way of living. 

The Indian, the nomad, could follow the 


buffalo migrations, but the Métis were 
compelled to go after and seek out the 
buffalo, kill to meet their needs, and return 
to their fixed base in Manitoba. 

This called for the invention of a vehicle 
to carry supplies out on the great annual 
buffalo hunt, where the return trip might 
run to as much as 2,000 miles, load haunch, 


__ hump and hides, and return with the pem- 


mican and skins. 

The answer was that magnificent ad- 
aptation to local resources and needs, the 
Red River cart. 

The cart was constructed entirely of 
local materialsk—wood and rawhide. No 
iron was used. 

It consisted essentially of an oblong 
platform about three feet wide by five feet 
long with the outside members extended 
another five feet to form shafts. 

Under the centre of the platform, a stout 
cross-beam was fixed with the ends pro- 
truding a foot or more. The protruding 
ends were rounded with axe, adze (a cut- 
ting too!) and drawknife to form axles. A 
pin at the end of each axle held the wheels 
in place. 


Two blocks of oak, which was plentiful 
in Manitoba, were bored, centre and sides, 
to form the hubs. The felloes (the thick 
rim of a wheel into which the spokes were 
set) had no metal tire; the joints of the 
felloes were held together by rawhide. 

Wheels were heavily ‘“‘dished” to ensure 
stability and the box on top of the plat- 
form consisted of a light railing supported 
by upright stakes. 

Oxen were used as draught animals al- 
though an occasional pony or Indian 
““cayuse’’ could be put into harness. Partly 
for this reason, the conventional leather 
horse collar was fitted on horse and oxen 
alike. 

There were no tugs or traces. Rawhide 
thongs, connecting the ends of the shafts 
to the hames (two curved pieces of wood) 
clasping the collar did the trick. 

The harness was, of course, made of 
locally-tanned leather and rawhide. 

Each cart had an attendant who led the 
ox along the trail, hobbled him at night, 
harnessed him and so forth. His duties also 
included the responsibility of repairing or 
even rebuilding the vehicle. 


Sometimes the carts were organized into 
brigades of four to six with a driver for 
each brigade. 

Every motorist knows the advantages of 
being able to obtain spare parts at any 
garage or service station. Spares for the 
repair of the Red River cart were available 
from the trees on the rim of a prairie pot- 
hole or along the creek or riverbed of any 
stream. 

The carts, made in the settlement of oak 
and birch, had a payload of about 1,000 
pounds. If the axle had to be replaced with 
soft and squishy poplar, the C. of A., or its 
equivalent, cut the load to 500 pounds or 
less. 

In the autumn, when the great buffalo 
hunt trekked westward, hundreds of these 


vehicles lurched and bumped over the 
scant prairie trails. They forded streams, 
pitched into badger holes, and creaked over 
stones that would have wrecked a heavier 
and more rigid vehicle. 

Dry wood, turning on a dry axle, 
screamed and wailed in an incessant ear- 
splitting chorus as the caravans crawled 
over the rolling plains. 

Sporadic attempts were made to lubri- 
cate the wheels but no grease was available. 
That was all needed for pemmican, so a 
certain bovine plastic product was used 
when opportunity afforded. 

At other times, almost anything went, 
even the bodies of frogs, newts and tad- 
poles, taken from the adjacent prairie 
puddles and ponds, were literally pressed 


into service. 


And so it was on these flimsy contrap- 
tions that the commerce of this emerging 
nation was carried. 


The Métis have long since ceased to 
function as a nation. They exist only as a 
problem to tweak the conscience of the 
few who remember their history. The vir- 
tual extinction of the buffalo would have 
destroyed their particular way of life in 
any event. 


But the record of the Red River cart re- 
mains as mute testimony to the skill and 
ingenuity of these people and their amaz- 
ing capacity to cope with an environment 
in which their European counterparts were 
in constant danger of starving. 


The Travois 


ik American Indian never discovered 
or invented the wheel. Until the advent of 
the white man, his domestic animals were 
few, the dog in all tribes and the llama in 
Peru. Both were pressed into service. 

The llama served among other things 
as a pack animal, and the dog in the hands 
of the Plains Indians was, for long genera- 
tions, made to haul a device constructed of 
two long poles to which a couple of cross- 
bars were bound by thongs. 

The poles, at the thin end, were crossed 
over the dog’s shoulders and bound to his 
neck. The crossbars, at the heavy ends of 
the poles, dragged along the ground and 
carried the family possessions. 

The shape of the device naturally impel- 
Jed the coureurs de bois to describe it as a 
travois. 

Before we place the Indian too far down 
the social scale because of the primitive 
nature of this vehicle, it should be men- 
tioned that, until fairly recently, a device 
not far removed from the travois was in 
common use in many parts of Ireland. 

Called a slip-car, it consisted of a cart 
body without wheel or axle to which run- 
ners were fixed on the trailing ends of the 
shafts. 

A horse, ox or donkey hauled the slip- 
car along rough trails that would, in any 
event, have made the use of a wheel difficult. 
But the Irishman did not use the shafts to 
support his teepee as the Indian did. 

The possession of the horse by the 
Plains Indians about the middle of the 18th 
Century added greatly to their mobility 
just at the time when the need for mobility 
was greatest. 


The eastern Indian tribes had villages 
and fixed dwellings to which they resorted 
during the winter. 

There, as trappers, they traded skins for 
food at the trading posts and sometimes 
during the summer, when hunting was 
poor, practised a primitive agriculture that 
provided durable food. 

Their western kinsmen could rely on 
none of these. The Plains Indian never 
fully graduated from a hunter to a trapper, 
partly because there were few fur-bearing 
animals in his environment, but mainly 
because the buffalo met all his needs. 

The prairie tribes had always moved 
with the buffalo migrations. Now, in addi- 
tion, they were frequently compelled to 
shift their hunting grounds under the pres- 
sure of the tribes from the east who, in 
turn, were being displaced as the white 
man pressed them toward the Rockies. 
High mobility was needed. 


The horse that the Plains Indians ac- 
quired was a tough, intelligent little beast 
even better adapted to prairie life than the 
Indian himself. 


The horse’s ancestors had, for tens of 
thousands of years, scampered over the 
steppes of Central Asia under conditions 
almost identical with those prevailing on 
the prairies. 

He had escaped from the Spanish Con- 
quistadors and gone wild in the New World 
with the result that he gave only grudging 
allegiance to man; the hobble and the 
picket-rope kept him in bondage. 

In size, he had degenerated from the 
specialized European breeds from which 


he sprang, but constitutionally, the cayuse 
combined the toughness of rawhide with 
the agility of a cat. 

Moving day came frequently to these 
Indians, imposing a heavy burden upon the 
squaws who bore the brunt of the exercise. 

The skins or cloth comprising the teepee 
were wrapped around spare clothing, and 
sleeping robes, cooking utensils and other 
incidental possessions would be stuffed 
inside or hung on any convenient protuber- 
ance on the travois onto which the family 
possessions were piled and lashed. 


Prominent among the utensils was a big 
black round-bottomed pot, studded with 
four short spoked legs—a small edition of 
the boiler traditionally used by cannibals 
to cook missionaries. 

As each group finished packing, it 
streamed off across the prairie, creaking and 
jangling, toward the new encampment, with 
the squaws sometimes riding but more 
often leading the burdened cayuse. 

One inestimable advantage the travois 
enjoyed over later and more elegant vehicles 
was that it never stripped a gear or had a 
flat. In fact, it never broke down. It was a 
simple and effective device, well suited to 
the needs of those highly nomadic people. 

But it did not measure up to the chang- 
ing times. 

The collapse of the Riel Rebellion of 
1885 stemmed, not from the fighting quali- 
ties of the Metis and the Indians, who were 
fully as good as the Canadian militia, but 
from the superiority of the Canadian 
Pacific Railway over the travois and the 
Red River cart. 
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